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ABSTRACT 
The following study is looks at the effects decentralization have had in the 
small rural hamlet of San Miguel in Guatemala. It is based on the premise that after 
there is conflict rigid social structures are weaken providing for the lessening role 
for power brokers. In order to evaluate this proposition, I looked at the role the 
Auxiliary Mayor play in San Miguel. The Auxiliary Mayor was interpreted to be the 
power broker in the community. When there is a weakened power broker, the 
community can participate directly in politics. I looked at the different ways San 
Miguel's residents are participating through organized development groups. 
1 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
The present study examines how the process of government decentralization 
has affected the lives of a small rural community in Guatemala. Decentralization 
defined here is the process of transferring administrative powers, traditionally 
reserved for the central government, to other levels of government, especially to 
local governments (Amaro 1998). This process has been adopted not just in 
Guatemala, but all over world. It is based on three assumptions: a) it promotes 
citizen participation and empowerment; b) it promotes economic efficiency in the 
generation, implementation, management, and evaluation of development projects, 
since the same beneficiaries are involved in their own development; and c) it is a 
culturally sound program of development, since it is assumed that communities will 
decide what is more important for them (Amaro 1998; Morris 1992). 
This study is the product of field research done in a small caserio (hamlet) 
called San Miguel. This hamlet is part of the Municipality of Pueblo Nuevo Vinas, 
which is located in the department of Santa Rosa. The community is inhabited by 
nearly 50 families. Most of these families worked in a nearby farm called Finca 
Monte Verde. For reasons explained later, they left the farm and built their own 
community not far away. Socially the community is very homogeneous. They agree 
that they are pretty much "equal", but there are material differences among them. 
They identify themselves as ladinos, or non-Mayans. The community is 
located forty-five minutes from Guatemala City, a factor that has allowed 
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individuals in the community to look for jobs in the city (see figure 1). The majority 
of its adult inhabitants work in activities other than farming. The community's 
political life revolves around two major organizations: a) the development 
committee, which is in charge of generating, managing and implementing 
development programs in the community; and b) the education committee 
(EDUCA), which is in charge of administering the community's school. 
The theoretical heart of this discussion revolves around Richard Adam's 
"power domains", "levels of articulation", and "power brokers" (Adams 1970, 1975, 
1998). This explanatory model can help us understand the mechanism by which 
rigid and exclusionary social institutions weaken, providing for greater social 
flexibility. When "power domains" are weaken the role of the "power broker" is 
minimize. This in turn allows for mobility and flexibility in the domains (Adams 
1998). The study is based on the hypothesis that the end of Guatemala's civil war 
resulted in the weakening of rigid social structures that previously prevented wide-
spread political participation. In San Miguel, I would like to argue, the weakening 
of the role of the alcalde auxiliar, or auxiliary mayor, suggests that Adam's views are 
correct. I consider the Auxiliary mayor to be the "power broker" in San Miguel. 
The appearance of communal organizations that foster communal empowerment, 
might be and indicator of weak "power domain". 
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The Nature of the Latin American Centralist Tradition 
In order to understand the process of decentralization in Guatemala, one 
must understand the historical background that shaped political life in the country. 
Guatemala has been influenced by different historical processes similar to those 
found in other countries in Latin America. According to Menno Vellinga: 
Despite the differences among the various regimes in Latin America in 
their respective relations with social classes and interest groups, and the 
like, we note common elements in the structure and functioning of the 
[Latin American] state that go back to this shared heritage: the 
importance of the aristocratic culture, generated under the former 
latifundia system with its emphasis on social distance, hierarchy, absolute 
authority, arbitrariness, and the discretionary character of decision 
making; the importance of personalism and caudillismo in politics; the 
weight of patron-client relations and the significance of extensive 
networks of clientelist nature as a vertically structuring mechanism in 
society; and the constant tendency to compartmentalize society, with an 
emphasis on political over social categories and intervention in processes 
of class formation (1998: 9-10). 
This heritage has formed centralized states that monopolize various aspects 
of society. Wiarda considered the Latin American state to be "bureaucratic-
patrimonialist, corporatist, centralist, and authoritarian" (1998: 27). For both 
Vellinga and Wiarda, these characteristics were the product of historical factors that 
can be traced in time to the Middle Ages in Spain and Portugal. 
Two important factors determined centralism and corporatism in Spain at the 
moment of the conquest. The first would be the reconquest of land controlled by the 
Moors, which provided for a militaristic style of government and the second would 
be the existence of "corporative players" that on many occasions acted 
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independently of the state. The Catholic Church is an excellent example of this type 
of player. Corporatism became a primary tool for governing the numerous 
independent actors. The Catholic Church was also a special case. Under the 
Thomistic tradition, the Church had greater powers than the state. This tradition is 
probably the reason why the Catholic Church played such an important role in 
Iberian and Latin American traditions. Wiarda states it played the role of a "fourth 
branch of government" (1998: 28-9). Corporate players were powerful enough to 
preserve autonomy from the kings, who in turn, were seeking to enhance their 
power over their kingdoms. Special fueros, rights or privileges, and courts were 
created in order to defend their autonomy from the Iberian state. Wiarda calls our 
attention to the rights and constitutionalism in the Spanish tradition. Rights, in this 
tradition, are not individual, but rather they are group rights. Each corporate group 
would have special rights that will be protected under Spanish constitutionality. 
"Constitutionalism was hence defined as a system of government where the rights 
of the autonomous units were protected in law and charter (constitution or organic 
laws and a 'just balance' existed between the state and society's component 
corporate bodies)" (1998: 31). 
When Fernando de Aragon and Isabela de Castilla unified their kingdoms, 
they managed to overcome the power of these corporate players and formed a 
centralized monarchic government. They managed to create a "centralized, 
authoritarian, top-down rule, with power arranged in a hierarchy of absolutions 
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from king to viceroy to captain-general to local land owner" (Wiarda 1998: 32). The 
new Iberian state would erode the pseudo-autonomous dual state which existed 
before. Although the Spanish crown managed to centralize power in its hands, this 
did not mean that corporate groups disappeared. Actually, there was a proliferation 
of numerous corporate players under the Hapsburg administration. The only 
difference was that now the crown was able to exercise greater degrees of power. 
In Latin America, the Hapsburg centralized and corporative system was 
adopted. The society was organized in different corporative units that existed and 
acted under the monarchy's centralized system. "Colonial society was corporately 
organized with the most important colonial corporations being the church, the 
cabildos (local governments), the consulados and gremios (guilds), the military, the 
ayuntamiento, the haciendas (large states) and the pueblo de indios (Indian villages)" 
(Wiarda 1998: 33). Wiarda identifies three differences between the Iberian and the 
American corporatist model. First, in America, there were no well- defined borders 
between states and no nobility. Second, the Spanish created cast classifications that 
provided for a new societal structure. These new classifications allowed new types 
of corporate units. Third, there were no self-governing institutions (cortes) like there 
were in the old world. 
By the time of the independence wars, the Hapsburg model was weakening. 
With the Bourbon Monarchy in power the role of the crown became more 
"moderative" than dictatorial (Wiarda 1998: 35). Independence brought a power 
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void that was filled by the charismatic authority of caudillos. During this period, the 
power of the state was minimal; instead, political power was exercised regionally by 
strong men (caudillos). By the end of the nineteen century, the Latin American states 
had become more powerful. Centralization became more obvious. The post-
independence centralization paradigm was the Porfiriato in Mexico (Wiarda 1998: 
37). This paradigm stated that the role of the state must be to be strive for 
development and order. Entire social dynamics were influenced by the power of the 
central government. Corporatism was possible due to the Andersonian model that 
stated that the corporate unit must be strong or big enough to be a contender, and 
that it had to surrender violence in order to meet their demands (Wiarda 1998: 38). 
Wiarda argues that this type of government resembles the Hapsburg model. 
In much of Latin America, the period from 1930 to 1970 is characterized by 
strong central governments that were going to engage in Import-Substitution 
Industrialization (ISI). The Porfiriato and Hapsburg paradigm ended in 1930 with 
the adoption of this type of policy. A new type of corporatism arose. Wiarda calls it 
"manifest corporatism." In a way this new type of corporatism resembles the 
Hapsburg model, but it is also the product of different forces: "the growth of a 
manifest ideology of corporatism, the desire or need for the state to get more 
directly involved in central planning, fascist influences, the emergence of state 
capitalism, and the need for authoritarian political controls to hold in check some of 
the new social forces, accompanying the desire for industrialization and economic 
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growth" (Wiarda 1998: 39). This model promoted a strong central government to 
monopolize the power to get involved in the economy, as well as to co-opt social 
agents in order to ensure stability. The centralism in Guatemala's modern history 
will follow this model. 
The Constitutionalism and Centralization in Guatemala1 
There are three levels of administrative governance in the country granted by 
the Constitution: the first level of governance is the national or centralized 
government, which is located in the capital city. The central government is 
composed of the three traditional branches of government existing in western 
democracies: the Executive, the Legislative, and the Judicial branches. The 
Executive traditionally has exercised a great degree of power over the rest of 
branches. The second level is the departmental level. The country is divided into 
twenty-three departments. Each department is headed by a Governor, who is 
appointed by the President. Lastly, the third level is the municipal one, which is 
headed by the an elected major and the municipal council. 
In the Guatemalan constitutional tradition the state plays an important role in 
every aspect of society. The first and second articles of the Guatemalan Constitution 
delineate this role saying "the Guatemalan state is organized in order to protect the 
individual and the family. Its supreme goal is to strive for the common good" 
1 
References are to the current version of Guatemala's constitution, which was promulgated in 
May 1985. As the version consulted did not have specific page numbers, the reader is asked to 
refer to the articles cited. 
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(Article 1) and "the duty of the state is to guarantee the inhabitants of the Republic 
life, liberty, justice, security, peace, and the integral development of the individual" 
(Article 2). These two basic articles provide the state with a wide range for action. 
The entire constitution lays out the way the Guatemalan state should bring about 
the goals presented in these articles. For example, in the article concerning the 
protection of the family (Article 47), the state guarantees the social, economic, and 
legal protection of the family. This article mentions that the state will intervene in 
any case were the family is threatened socially, economically and/ or legally. This 
function of the state is alien to the constitutional traditions of the United States and 
England, where the state serves as an arbiter, rather than a protector. 
The centralized role of the state in Guatemala can be better appreciated by 
looking at articles on economic and social issues: "it is the obligation of the state to 
guide the national economy, in order to optimize the utilization of natural resources 
and human potentialities, in order to increase the wealth, achieve full employment, 
and the equal distribution of the national income" (Article 118) It goes further by 
saying that "When necessary, the State will complement the initiative and the 
activity of the private sector, in order to achieve those goals already stated above" 
(Article 118). This illustrates the centralist nature of the Guatemalan State. 
The economic and social obligations of the state are as follows: 
a) to promote the economic development of the country by stimulation 
of the productive sectors in society; 
b) to promote the administrative decentralization in order to achieve an 
adequate regional development; 
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c) to adopt the necessary measures in order to promote the effective 
usage and conservation of natural resources; 
d) to elevate the standard of living and to protect the well-being of the 
family; 
e) to promote and protect cooperatives by providing technical and 
financial aid; 
f) to provide incentives for industries to establish themselves in rural 
areas of the Republic; 
g) to promote the construction and financing of affordable housing; 
h) not allow the excessive accumulation of wealth and productive means 
that might go against the common good; 
i) to defend the consumers by observing the quality of goods sold 
internally and for exportation, in order to guarantee their health, security, 
and their economic interests; 
j) to promote rural development programs that aim to the diversification 
of national production; 
k) to protect the formation of capital, savings, and investment; 
1) to promote the efficient and organized development of domestic and 
foreign commerce, as well as to open new markets for national products; 
m) to maintain a rational relationship between public spending and 
national production; 
n) to create the adequate environment in order to promote national and 
international investment (Article 119). 
The Municipal Government 
A municipality is the third administrative level of governance. The 
Constitution grants autonomous status to all of the municipal governments (Article 
253). By autonomous, we refer to the ability of the municipal government to 
manage their own resources and to administrate their own territory independently 
from the central government. In reality, the municipal government does not 
exercise total autonomy. The municipalities are dependent on the national 
government for resources (Amaro 1998). This dependency on the central 
government has limited their autonomy. The central government also has the 
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ultimate authority to intervene in the affairs of the municipal government if it can 
not fulfill its duties. This last observation can be better illustrated by looking at 
Article 8 of the Municipal Code (Decree 58-88): "The State can program and 
implement public works or provide for local public services when the municipality 
can not provide for them or when it does not provide them efficiently." The article 
continues by saying that the municipality must agree to such intervention and the 
central government's actions must respect the goals set by the municipality, but 
nevertheless, this article provides the central government with power over the 
municipal government. 
A municipality is an aggregate of individuals living in an specific 
geographical location that are organized in order to provide for the "common good" 
of all its inhabitants (Article 1, Municipal Code, Decree 58-88). It is made up of the 
geographical territory, the population (vecinos), the municipal government, 
communal organizations, and its economic capacity (Article 4). Its functions are to 
make sure the "goals and duties" of the state are met, to exercise and defend the 
municipal autonomy, to promote municipal development, to defend its territory and 
wealth, to protect its natural and cultural resources, and to promote "effective, 
voluntary, and organized" participation of its inhabitants (Article 7). 
The territory controlled by the a municipality is called distrito municipal, or 
municipal district. It is made up of smaller subdivisions called villages (aldeas), 
hamlets (caserios and cantones), neighborhoods (colonias and barrios), administrative 
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zones (zonas), urban development (colonias, parcelamientos, and lotificaciones), and 
farms (Jincas) {Article 11). A municipality must have at least 10,000 inhabitants and 
it has to have enough natural resources available, as well as infrastructure {Article 
14). 
The legal term for the inhabitants of a municipality is vecinos, or neighbors. 
An individual is considered a "neighbor" if he or she has lived more than a year in a 
given municipal district or if he or she conducts any type of business or has property 
located in this same district (Article 23). The national identification card, or cedula 
de vecindad, is given to individuals on their eighteenth birthday, after registering in 
their legal municipal district ( Article 27). Once registered, the neighbor can 
participate in the political life of the municipality. Municipalities are classified into 
four categories based on the number of inhabitants it has: First class is all the towns 
where the municipal government is located or if the population exceeds one-
hundred thousand inhabitants. Second class is if the population exceeds twenty 
thousand. Third class is if the population exceeds ten thousand. Fourth class is all 
those municipalities with less than ten thousand people (Article 37). 
The corporaci6n municipal, or municipal council, is in charge of managing the 
municipal government. It is headed by the elected Alcalde, or mayor. It is also made 
up of the s{ndicos and consejales, which can serve as representatives of the 
municipality and must serve in the many development commissions. Among the 
many functions of the municipal government is that of creating development 
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programs. These programs, as it is stipulated in the Municipal Code, must be in 
coordination with the national development program created by the central 
government. While they exercise autonomy in enacting rules and municipal taxes 
called arbitrios, the ultimate approval must come from the central government. 
Another important function of the municipal government is to promote the creation 
and participation of the neighbors in the Development Committees. They are 
considered to be the channel for participation (Article 60 to 64). 
Under the Municipal code, there are three important channels for 
community's participation: the cabildo abierto and the alcalde auxiliar. The cabildo 
abierto is an open town meeting that has been utilized since the days of the Spanish 
colony. These meetings are organized by the municipal council and they aim to 
allow towns to voice their opinions on municipal affairs. The participants in the 
cabildo do not have voting power, but they are invited to advise the municipal 
council on actions (Article 48). The alcalde auxiliar, or auxiliary mayor, is the legal 
representative of the municipal government in the different towns, villages, and 
hamlets, that makes up the municipal district. They are appointed by the mayor 
and they are in charge of serving as a communication link between the municipality 
and the communities. He or she is also in charge of collecting municipal taxes, 
making sure the municipal rules are being observed, promoting the formation of 
community organizations, and making sure that the public infrastructure stays in 
good shape. This position is obligatory and they do not receive any pay for their 
14 
services (Article 67). 
A number of Consejos Locales de Desarrollo (CLD), or Local Development 
Councils were created in most towns, villages, and hamlets. In 1988 there were 1582 
of them. The National System of Urban and Rural Development Council 
(SINACODUR) was also formed in order to coordinate development strategies at 
the national level. This was another participatory channel, but in 1988, the 
Guatemalan Constitutional Court declared these councils unconstitutional, arguing 
that they presented a threat to municipal government's autonomy (Amaro 1998). 
It is important to note that the new development brought by the peace 
negotiations are going to change many of the laws in both, the Constitution and the 
Municipal Code. Most of the changes wish to provide for greater participation and 
for the empowerment of municipal governments around the nation. 
The Peace Accords and the Municipal Govemment2 
The peace accord that ended the Guatemalan civil war was signed on 
December 29, 1996. The Guatemalan Government and the National Revolutionary 
Guerrilla Front (URNG) agreed, not just to end hostilities, but to construct a new 
Guatemala. This historical document is one of seven other documents that helped to 
end one of the bloodiest civil wars of the Western Hemisphere. The value of these 
2 
I am using the original version of all the accords signed between the URNG and the Guatemalan 
Government during the period of January 1994 to December 1996. Citations of these documents 
will referred by the title of the accord plus and the exact name of chapter, title, and number of 
article. 
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accords lies not only in the fact that they facilitated the end of the war, but rather 
because they provide a blue print of what post-civil war Guatemala aims to be. 
They were the products of circumstance and long negotiation. As the celebrated 
Latin Americanist Susan Jonas has noted: 
Taken one by one, the Accords are a mix of strong and weak agreements. 
They are certainly not the product of a revolutionary victory by the 
URNG, but they do represent a truly negotiated settlement, much like El 
Salvador's of 1992. Brokered by the UN, they have not been imposed by 
victors upon vanquished. Rather, they represent a splitting of difference 
between radically opposed forces, with major concessions from both 
sides. The obligations they imposed on the Guatemalan government, 
including significant constitutional reforms, are written down in black 
and white; they are internationally binding and will be verified by the 
UN Gonas 1996: 6). 
The peace process started with the return to democracy in 1986 under the 
Cerezo administration, but it was not until 1991, under the Serrano administration, 
that the first solid fruits of negotiations started to appear. After many failures in the 
negotiation process, in January 1994, the first Accord that reopened negotiations was 
signed. The United Nations served as the mediator of the peace talks. During the 
following two years, the parties signed accords that addressed many issues 
important for Guatemalan society. 
One of the most important goals of these accords was to provide for greater 
participation of civil society and the strengthening of the municipal government. 
Civil society's participation was overshadowed by the state's oppression that came 
soon after the US-backed coup of 1954. Any progressive association was considered 
a threat to the status quo and hence to the state. Oppression and the centralist 
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tendency of Guatemala's legal system did not allow for larger scales of participation. 
During the war, participation was relegated to the underground in the form of small 
groups which were products of the Catholic Action Movement or the Catholic Base 
Communities (Davis and Hodson 1982; Hebblethwaite 1994; Morrison and May 
1994; Bastos and Camus 1996). In the aftermath of Serrano's autogolpe (self inflicted 
coup) in 1993, the Assembly of Civil Society (ASC) become a participatory channel 
for Guatemala's civil society organizations. Soon it became a key player in the Peace 
Accords' negotiations Gonas 1996). 
The Accords made clear that the ASC, the municipalities, and the Community 
Development Councils would be the channels for civil society's participation. In 
May 1996, the parties signed the accord entitled Acuerdo Sabre Aspectos 
Socioeon6micos y Situaci6n Agraria (the Socioeconomic and Agricultural Accord). Title 
one of this accord was devoted to the topic of decentralization and participation. It 
empowered the municipal government to be the representative of community 
organizations working for their own development. Individuals here were seen not 
just as beneficiaries of development but rather as promoters, generators, managers, 
and implementors of their own development programs. Development was 
identified as one of the goals of participation, as well as the democratization of the 
Guatemalan political, economical, and social systems. The Accord stated that 
economic and social development must include dialog and negotiations between the 
agents of development, as well as the participation of neighbors in the identification, 
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prioritization, and solution of their problems. Participation was also seen as an 
instrument against corruption, nepotism, distortions of centralized development, 
and the abuses of power (Title I, Section A, Number 1, Accord on Socioeconomic 
and Agrarian Issues). 
The title of the Accord identified the municipal government as the effective 
institution for governmental decentralization. It was assumed that by allowing all 
members of the municipality to be active players in their own development, greater 
degrees of efficiency and equity could be achieved. This was clearly stated in 
numeral 8 of that same title: 
Taking in account that the inhabitants of the departments or the 
municipalities, entrepreneurs, workers, cooperatives, and representatives 
of their communities, can identify the best procedures that benefit them 
or harm them, it is necessary decentralize the socioeconomic decision-
making process that will allow the transfer of economic resources and the 
discussion and authority to allocate resources, implement projects, 
prioritize the actions of programs and gubernamental actions. In this 
way the government can implement actions based on propositions that 
come from interest negotiations between the different sectors of society 
(Title I, Section A, Number 8, Accord on Socioeconomic and Agrarian 
Issues). 
The cabildos, the Local Development Councils (CLD), and the alcaldes 
auxiliares were also identified as key elements in this process. The government 
compromised to promote the utilization of town meetings (cabildos), since it served 
as a appropriate channel for participation. The accord also provided for CLDs and 
the National System of Urban and Rural Development Councils (SINACUDOR) to 
be formed again. Lastly, the auxiliary mayors (alcaldes auxiliares) would be named by 
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the mayor after listening to nominations coming from the community in an open 
town meetings (Title I, Section A, Number 10, Accord on Socioeconomic and 
Agrarian Issues). 
Summary 
In this chapter I have presented the historical background that has shaped 
Guatemala's centralist tradition. I have shown elements of centralism that appear in 
Guatemala's Constitution and Municipal Code. This centralism has provided for the 
control of the political life and development of the country as a whole in the hands 
of the Central Government. It is evident that local governments, under the current 
legal situation in the country, have an important role in the development of rural 
communities, but their dependency on the Central Government puts them in a 
vulnerable position to the will of the ruling elite. I also discussed the challenge to 
centralism presented by the Peace Accords. This new political development is 
putting pressure in the Central Government to relegate administrative power to 
lower levels of governance. In the following chapter I will review the literature on 
decentralizing Guatemala, as well as discussing theoretical models that have been 
adopted. I will examine in detail Guatemala's centralized political system. A 
discussion on decentralization, development, and democratization can also be found 
in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
The purpose of this section is to apply anthropological theory in order to 
address one specific social phenomenon: decentralization of governments and its 
effects on rural communities. I have identified concepts that must be addressed in 
order to understand this phenomenon: a) power domains; b) levels of articulation; c) 
power brokers; d) decentralization; and e) citizen participation in development. 
Special attention will be given to theories and ideological positions which explain 
decentralization in Guatemala or in Latin America in general. Theories developed 
using data collected in other parts of the world are utilized, but their usage are 
limited to those occasions where they might be applicable. The reason for this is the 
fact that many of these studies provided micro- and middle- range theories that 
make their implementation difficult outside their cultural context. 
An eclectic approach was adopted for this work. This means I will survey 
theoretical models that usually are associated with four main disciplines: political 
science, economics, social philosophy and anthropology. An eclectic approach was 
employed due to the belief that human society cannot be understood fully by 
looking at it through the prism of just one discipline. I will employ various levels of 
theory, ranging from micro- to macro- level theories. Power domains theory and 
levels of articulation (cf. Adams 1970, 1975, 1998) were chosen as the explanatory 
models for this project. 
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Understanding the Guatemalan Political System 
Richard Adam's model of power domains and level of articulations is very 
useful in attempting to understand Guatemala's political system. His neo-
evolutionary position can be traced back to the writings of anthropologists Leslie 
White and Julian Steward. Adams conceptualizes power as the control over natural 
resources exercised by social actors. He goes further by saying that: 
Power over an individual is a psychological facet of a social relationship 
in the sense that it may be said to have its physical locus within the 
nervous system of the actors; it is social in that it exists by virtue of the 
complementarity of social concern of each actor with respect to the 
other ... both members of the relationship act in terms of their own self-
interest and, specifically, do so in terms of the controls that each has over 
matters of interest to the other (1975: 21-2). 
According to Adams, a power domain relationship is formed when "one 
player has greater control over the environment of a second than the second does 
over that of the first" (1998: 174). For example, the power of plantation owners is 
rooted in their control over large portions of natural resources, while peasants have 
no or limited access to natural resources, hence have little or no power. 
In the case of Guatemala many social scientists have documented (Martinez 
Pelaez 1994; Halebsky et al. 1995, C
1
ambranes 1992) that political power in Guatemala 
is asymmetrical. The latifundistas, or large land owners, enjoy greater access to 
political power than landless or small owners of land (Martinez Pelaez 1994; 
Cambranes 1992). The oligarquia cafetalera, the coffee grower elite, has exercised 
unchallenged power since independence (McCreery 1994). By controlling large 
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portions of land and controlling the labor of thousands of peasants, this group has 
managed to situate itself in a privileged political position. An important factor 
missing in Adams' argument, however, is the control over labor and capital 
characteristics of the equally powerful industrial, commercial, and financial sectors 
in the country. His focus on control over the environment might be a product of the 
anthropological tendency of studying nonindustrial societies. His argument is 
useful in understanding the traditional sources of power differentials among 
Guatemalans. 
The second theoretical framework that he utilizes is "levels of articulation." 
A level of articulation can be found "wherever there is a continuing confrontation; 
and two adjacent levels are marked out wherever there is a continuing 
superordinate-subordinate relationship" (1975: 75). This vertical oriented structure 
provides for asymmetrical power relationships between social players. 
Confrontation, Adams notes, would be commonly found in this type of relationship. 
He understands confrontation as "the fact that two parties are in articulation 
because one or both are obstacles to the other; it does not imply that they will choose 
to fight over the issue, nor indeed, that these issues will necessarily ever be 
resolved" (1998: 175). Levels are to be understood as the location were 
confrontation occurs. This concept is derived from Julian Steward's levels of 
integration. Steward identifies two levels: local and national (1970: 54). Adams 
suggests that these levels can be expanded to: "individual," "family," "local," 
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"regional," "national", and "supranational" (1970: 55). In the long run, 
confrontation will provide for the loosening of rigid social structures and will allow 
for mobility and, we can infer, a closing of the power gap between players. For 
Adams, the domains will become weaker when the levels become more flexible. 
Adams also believes that the process of weakening and strengthening domains is 
circular. Societies will tend to move from a period of strong domain to a weak one, 
but it will inevitably return to be a strong domain again. This process is as follows: 
The changing flexibility of levels and strength of domains is a mechanism 
withing the evolutionary process, not an outcome of it. A major 
unidirectional change is to increase the number of domains, to increase 
the amount of power at the top, and therefore, to increase the importance 
of larger domains. This inevitably lead to a periodic fluctuating relative 
isolation of domains; and this relative isolation leads inevitably to fewer 
confrontations at those points and to a concomitant strengthening to the 
domain (1998: 179). 
Adams identifies three periods where Guatemalan society has shifted from 
strong (prior to 1944) to weak (from 1945 to 1954), back again to strong domains 
(1954 to 1961) and he suggests that after 1961 there were signs of weakening of 
domains. Each period he identified was marked by an escalation of conflict. The 
revolutionary period (1944 to 1954) was characterized by confrontation at the 
beginning of the revolution in 1944, and a relative period of weak domains from 
1944-1954. After the coup d'etat, the supranational level and the national became 
stronger, since the United States exercised its hegemonic power by overthrowing 
President Jacobo Arbenz and the military built a centralized, repressive government. 
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The period from 1954 to 1961 was characterized by military administrations 
(Sandoval Villeda 1992). Adams believes that domains started to become weaker 
after 1961. Adam's famous book Crucifixion by Power was published in 1970. He 
did not had the opportunity to see the developments that occurred during the 1970s 
and 1980s. The period from 1961 to 1985, which was a period characterized by 
military repression (Bastos and Camus 1996, Gutierrez 1997, Brockett 1992), was 
actually a period of strengthening of domains. After the return to democracy in 
1985, domains started to weaken (Gutierrez 1997). A greater historical analysis 
would be necessary to prove this argument, but this task is not the main focus of this 
work. 
The concept of "power brokers" is also important. A power broker is a link 
between power domains. This is a person who serves as a linkage and prevents 
groups at lower domains from confronting those at higher domains. The power 
broker "specifically wields power at each of two levels, and his power in one level 
depends upon the success of his operations at the other level. He controls one 
domain only by virtue of having access to derivative power from larger domain" 
(Adams 1998: 176-7). The presence of a broker is characteristic of power domains. 
If both groups at higher and lower power domains utilize the broker, they are 
making the domains stronger and rigid. If they avoid utilizing the broker, then the 
domains will weaken (Adams 1998: 176-9). Some examples of power brokers are the 
Alcalde Auxiliar or Auxiliary mayor, teachers at public institutions, and the Church. 
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The Guatemalan State as a Centralized Entity 
The style of government in Guatemala has been characterized by 
centralization of the bureaucratic apparatus. This means that the state does not just 
hold the monopoly of power, but rather it dominates most administrative roles and 
it is seen as the main actor for development. Edgar Gutierrez notes the Guatemalan 
state managed to position itself during the period from 1950 to 1980 as the main 
player for the country's development. Luis Arturo del Valle writes that "the state 
had the role to stimulate strategic productive activities that will produce the 
development of Guatemala. In order to do so, it has to create laws, in order to 
stimulate and destimulate, as it considers necessary" (Gutierrez 1997:28). 
Claudio Veliz in his book, The Centralist Tradition of Latin America (1980), 
theorizes that the "centralist character" of Latin American countries is product of: 
[first], the absence of the feudal experience from the Latin American 
tradition; [second], the absence of religious nonconformity and the 
resulting latitudinarian centralism of the dominant religion; [third], the 
absence of any occurrence or circumstance over time that could 
conceivably be taken as the counterpart of the European Industrial 
Revolution; and [fourth], the absence of those ideological, social and 
political developments associated with the French Revolution that so 
dramatically transformed the character of western European society 
during the past century and a half ... Latin American societies exhibits 
features that elsewhere ... are associated with the consequences of the 
Industrial Revolution... These are a tradition of preindustrial 
bureaucratization and rationalization on which is founded the centralism 
that has shaped the processes of change and continuity, and a sui generis 
preindustrial urban culture within which a vast tertiary sector has 
developed intimately bound up with bureaucratic institutions and habits 
(Veliz 1980: 4). 
The Spanish tradition implanted in its colonies in the New World provided for the 
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institutionalization of centralized forms of government. 
Friedrich Von Hayek (1960) provided a useful way to contrast this type of 
centralized state with the traditional decentralized liberal state. He suggested that 
there are two ideological traditions in Europe that prescribe the role of the state: the 
"Anglican" and "Gallican" traditions. The Anglican tradition was developed in 
Northern Europe by British and Scottish philosophers like David Hume, Adam 
Smith, and Edmund Burke, to mention a few. In this tradition the state plays a 
limited role. The goal is to limit the intervention of the state in order to protect 
individual liberties. In contrast, the "Gallican" tradition, which belongs to French 
philosophers like Montesquieu, Tocquville, and the British philosopher Thomas 
Hobbes, "looks for the highest degree of political civilization in organization, that is, 
in the highest degree of interference by public power" (Hayek 1960: 55). Guatemala 
adopted the Gallican tradition. 
It has also been argued that modern centralization is a product of 
modernization theories where it is assumed that a national project for 
modernization must exist (Rist 1997). Too often this national project will try to 
develop to a more western-industrialized type of life, while ignoring the cultural 
differences existing in the country. Morris (1992: 15) states: "Modem development 
for a nation involves the imposition of a standard culture over the whole national 
territory over a long period of time. It involves the centralization of all 
administrative and political life, with subjugation of provincial government and 
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administration to the central, national institutions". 
Decentralization 
Decentralization is the process of transferring administrative powers to 
multiple, local and regional level governments. The assumption behind 
decentralization is that it will allow for efficiency and equity when engaging in 
development and management. The fact that local governments provide services 
that traditionally have been provided by the central government implies greater 
accountability by the people benefitting from the services, as well as the effective 
generation and application of communal development projects identified and 
managed by the same community (Amaro 1998; Burgos 1998). 
Demetria Cojtf, a leading Mayan intellectual, believes that decentralization is 
part of the democratic process. Its objective "is not just to expedite public services, 
but to provide for [citizen's] freedom, participation, and representation" (Cojtf Cuxil 
1997: 184). Arthur Morris goes further by differentiating between deconcentration 
and decentralization: "Deconcentration refers to the simple dilution of centrality by 
distributing various elements of political and administrative activity to noncentral 
offices; decentralization implies a transfer of powers and decision-making 
capacities" (Morris 1992: 3). 
Traditionally, the theory behind decentralization belongs to two political 
science traditions: public choice theory (neoliberal tradition) and Marxist theory. 
Public choice refers to the idea that "individuals make their choices of place of 
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residence by comparing the different packages of services and taxes offered in 
different towns and areas" (Morris 1992). This position is highly reductionist. This 
economic view of residence patterns would not allow us to understand migration 
outside a limited amount of economic variables. Orthodox Marxism will tend to 
favor centralization, at least in the first stage of the dictatorship of the proletariat, 
but allows for the disappearance of the centralized state when the human societies 
achieve the evolutionary stage of the communist utopia (Marx 1985). Hence, 
orthodox Marxism is not useful. 
Post-modern theory also has a say in decentralization. As explained by 
Morris, post-modernists will tend to look at "the rise of a service economy, growth 
of new high-technology industries, the consumer society, increased regional 
inequities, and greater variation in the direction as well as the level of economic and 
social development" (1992: 5). This theory is not useful for application in the case of 
Latin America, since it was created in order to explain decentralization in western 
countries. 
Decentralization can be seen as a reaction to greater centralization under the 
"modernization" model. The increasing demands for participation of civil societies 
in matters of managing their own economic, social, and political issues can be seen 
as part of the postmodern argument. A criticism of the national modernization 
project developed in Latin America, which tried to balance rural and urban 
development, was called "integrated rural-urban development." This approach 
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wanted to give importance to the "needs for markets for rural produce and for an 
infrastructure that would ensure rural transformation" (Morris 1992: 6). This type of 
approach was still centralized in urban poles. Rural development depended on 
models developed by planners in the urban centers. 
The spatial theory of decentralization states that "spatial arrangements of 
social, economic, and political structures and spatial planning is the key to regional 
development" (Morris 1992: 7). A key concepts like "growth pole" development 
was adopted. In order to create these development poles, it would be necessary to 
move populations to smaller urban centers (poles) in order to provide for the 
development of rural areas. This model is based on the assumption that there is an 
"optimum size for cities." These new smaller urban poles in the rural areas would 
be under the optimum size (Morris 1992: 7). The model was sound when the 
environment is taken into account. The way to measure the optimum size would be 
to see the limiting factors of the environment and the interaction with urbanization. 
Ecological problems of urbanization (pollution, water scarcity, trash, and so forth), 
would be a limiting factor for rural to urban migration and might promote urban to 
rural migration (Morris 1992: 8) Most of anthropological theory of development, as I 
will discuss in the development section, would be in direct contradiction with most 
these models. 
Development, Civil Societies' Participation and Empowerment 
Development theories have been challenged due to their increasing emphasis 
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on Western-center development strategies. Many governments and development 
institutions around the world have faced serious problems when involved in 
development projects. Failure has been common. Disillusionment is rampant. This 
disillusionment is eloquently presented by the Swiss scholar Gilbert Rist in his book 
The History of Development: from Western Origins to Global Faith: 
The strength of' development' discourse comes of its power to seduce, in 
every sense of the term: to charm, to please, to fascinate, to set dreaming, 
but also to abuse, to torn away from the truth, to deceive. How could one 
possibly resist the idea that there is a way of eliminating the poverty by 
which one is so troubled? How dare one think, at the same time, that the 
cure might worsen the ill which one wishes to combat? Already Ulysses, 
to avoid giving in to the Sirens' song, had to plug his companions ears 
and tie himself to the mast of his ship. Such is the opening price to be 
paid, if one is to emerge victorious from the test of lucidly examining the 
history of 'development' (Rist 1997: 1). 
Anthropology, as well as many other disciplines, have long been warning 
against the damaging effects of development as understood by Western powers. 
Arturo Escobar, an important figure in development anthropology, has defined the 
western concept of development to be: 
the process to pave the way for the replication in most of Asia, Africa and 
Latin America of the conditions that were supposed to characterize the 
more economically advanced nations of the world - industrialization, 
high degrees of urbanization and education, technification of agriculture, 
and widespread adoption of the values and principles of modernity, 
including particular forms of order, rationality and individual orientation 
(1997: 497). 
He considers that the failure of western development practices has been the lack of 
understanding of a complex world, where societies: 
... are not the organic wholes with structures and laws that we thought 
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them to be until recently but fluid entities stretched on all sides by 
migrations, border-crossing and economic forces; cultures are not longer 
bounded, discrete, and localize, but deterritorialized and subjected to 
multiply hybridizations; similarly, nature can no longer be seen as an 
essential principle and foundational category, and independent domain 
of intrinsic value and truth, but as the object of constant reinventions, 
especially by unprecedented forms of technoscience; and finally, nobody 
really knows where the economy begins and ends, even if economists, in 
the midst of neo-liberal frenzy and seemingly overpowering 
globalization, steadfastly adhere to their attempt to reduce to it every 
aspect of social reality, tho extending the shadow that economics casts on 
life and history (499). 
It seems that scholars agree that in order to have a successful development, it 
is necessary to allow the participation of those who will benefit from development 
projects (Gow 1993; Brohman, 1996; Escobar 1997; Smith-Nonini, 1997; Amaro 
1998). John Brohman (1996) calls this type of effort "popular development" or 
"people-oriented development". He explains that "experience shows that problems 
such as underdevelopment, inequalities, and poverty cannot be solved by top-down 
strategies such as neoliberalism or Keynesianism, but require a shift to alternative 
approaches based on popular empowerment" (345). Here, those people benefitting 
are not seen as passive recipients of aid from the central government, but rather, 
they are seen as key players of their own development. 
One of the most important goals of relegating administrative powers to local 
governments is to provide for a greater participation of the civil society in managing 
their own affairs. The importance of this goal to Guatemalans is demonstrated by 
looking at the "Acuerdo sabre Fortalecimiento del Poder Civil y Funci6n del Ejercito en 
Una Sociedad Democratica". This was the last accord signed by the Guatemalan 
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Government and the Guerrilla United Front (URNG) in September 1996. In it, the 
role of the Guatemalan Army and the role of the civil society are laid out. Under 
Title 5, which deals with "social participation," the role of the Government during 
the post-civil war period is to provide for "decentralization of public management in 
order to mobilize the State's capacities in benefit of the general population and in 
order to establish better levels of understanding" (Item 56). In order to do this the 
State has to: a) straighten municipal governments; b) establish "local development 
councils," and c) create the necessary environment in order for local representative 
organizations and governments to be developed. 
On the subject of civil participation, anthropological micro- and middle-
range theories are useful. One anthropological theory that would explain civil 
participation is social action theory (Barrett 1996). It is the belief of social action 
theorists that societies change continuously. There is a gap between what it is ideal 
(normative) and real (pragmatic) behavior. They reject structuralism, since they 
think that individuals are in constant competition (for goods and services) and 
conflict. The institutions provided by the structure can not explain behavior. The 
informal (the real behavior) is more important than the formal (the institutional 
normative behavior). The unit of analysis is the individual. The individual is 
considered to be a "manipulator and innovator" (Barrett 1996: 99). They pay 
especial attention to the different patterns of "reciprocity, exchange, and 
transaction" (99). This approach is also called the "transactional model." Social 
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action at the local level under this model might be argued to be limited by the 
individuals' ability to identify a selfish benefit. This model reduces social action to 
individualistic notions that might not be necessarily the way people always act. 
In the specific case of Guatemala, Sandy Smith-Nonini's (1997) approach 
might be more useful. She considers that community participation is most likely to 
occur when there is a high degree of group homogeneity (low class and ethnic 
divisions) and where peasants have a history of "building community solidarity". 
In her study of community health programs in El Salvador, she found that 
community organizations were more successful in areas where communities were 
isolated by the civil war. These communities demonstrated high degrees of 
homogeneous socio-economic makeup and presence of previous organizations. She 
acknowledges that high degrees of participation might be less efficient. "Problems 
become discussed at multiple levels, sometimes generating open dissent" (366). As 
Richard Couto explains, community action is limited by entropy and synergy. 
Entropy is "the tendency for things to break down" and synergy is "the possibility 
of cooperating groups exceeding the capacity of their aggregated parts, keeps 
moving some of us to establish and maintain community coalitions" (1998: 569-70). 
This might be useful to explain Smith-Nonini's concern with dissent. 
The issue of representation is important in our discussion of civil 
participation. Couto utilizes Alexander Chaucey's typologies of representation in 
order to explain this important topic. Representation can be "technical", "modal", 
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and "sociopolitical" (1998: 571). Technical representation refers to the election of 
representatives with special knowledge and skills that will speak on behalf of the 
people. Community participation is very limited under this type of representation. 
Modal refers to election of representatives who share similar demographic 
characteristics with those that they represent. Participation is again limited, but 
representation will increase in authority. Sociopolitical refers to direct 
representation. People take care of their own business. (1998: 571-2). 
Another important issue is empowerment. Decentralization and civil 
participation require greater degrees of empowerment. Empowerment conveys 
delegation, "opportunities for input", decision making, accountability, and 
participation (Cuoto 1998: 574-9). Charles Kiffer provides us with three elements of 
empowerment: a) development of a positive self-concept, b) a better understanding 
of, and a more critical and analytical view of social movements, and c) the creation 
of social action (Cuoto 1998: 577). C. Wright Mills believes that it is a product of the 
realization of personal problems and needs that are common to other individuals. 
Once they realize this, they will be able to find a common ground for collective 
action. 
John Brahman believes that: 
empowerment becomes a multifaceted process involving the pooling of 
resources to achieve collective strength to oppose elitist structures. It 
entails the improvement by local people of their manual and technical 
skills; administrative, managerial, and planning capacities; and analytical 
and reflective abilities. By including all of these elements, process of 
empowerment can contribute to new forms of development in which the 
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fulfillment of human potentials and capabilities is especially important" 
(1996: 345). 
Guatemala's Current Development and Decentralization Policy 
Guatemala formally has established numerous institutions that are in charge 
of development and decentralization. The System of Urban and Rural National 
Development Committees (SINACODUR) is one of this institutions organized at the 
national level. It is a top-down hierarchy. The President of the Republic presides 
over it. It was conceived as a way for the citizens to become active. ANAM, the 
National Mayors Association serves as a forum of discussion, planning, and as a 
interest group that lobby for greater autonomy for municipalities around the 
country. After the Peace Accords were signed, it was consider that these two 
organizations could become good ways for municipal governments to participate 
(Amaro 1998). 
The decentralization policy formally provides greater autonomy for 
municipalities. It is rooted in the federalist principle of self government, although, 
as it was explained above, the President of Guatemala still plays an important role at 
the national level and the central government still provide a great part of the 
municipalities income. Municipalities receive 10% of the total of the national budget, 
which is divided among all the municipalities. They also receive 1 % of the IV A, 
gasoline tax. A total of 20% of the budget goes to municipalities (Amaro 1998). 
The Constitution provided for three levels of governance: national, regional, 
and departmental. The Decree 52-87 (also known as the Municipal Code) shortly 
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modified this constitutional arrangement and provides for two other levels: the 
municipal and the local levels. In 1988 the Constitutional Curt eliminated the "Local 
Development Councils," under the assumption that municipal autonomy might be 
weakened. Amaro (1998) estimated that 1,582 of these councils existed at the time. 
The action by the Constitutional Curt the governmental organization resembled, once 
again, to the three levels provided by the Constitution. 
In 1995 the Urban and Rural Development Ministry was eliminated. This 
ministry was replaced by semi decentralized investment institutions: Fonda de 
Inversion Social (FIS) and the Fonda de Solidaridad y Desarrollo Communitario (FSDC). 
The Secretaria de la Presidencia (SEP) was in charged in managing this funds. In 1997, 
the new organizational laws of the Executive branch, allowed for greater 
involvement of this branch on community development. There is involvement of the 
private sector, unions, NGOs, and political parties, but there is a lack of coordination, 
hence their actions are limited. The FIS is in charge in coordinating action at the 
municipal level. Community action is limited by the hierarchy, since they are 
dependant on the funds that come from the hierarchy (Amaro 1998). 
Summary 
In this chapter I examined the nature of Guatemala's centralized political 
system and I have argued that asymmetrical power in Guatemala is product of access 
and control of the natural resource by a few fortunate members of the economic and 
political elites. The rigid power domains created by these same elites, has been 
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challenged by open and covert confrontation which has produced a weakening of 
these domains. In a weakened domain, the role of "power brokers" will be 
minimized and direct participation of civil society will be possible. I have based this 
argument on Adams' theories of "power domain" and "levels of articulation". 
In reviewing the literature on decentralization, development, democratization, 
and empowerment, I have adopted the view that in order to have an integral 
development of people in the developing world development, projects must allow 
for their participation and promote their empowerment. This requires high degrees 
of decentralization at the local level. Without this, projects are destined to fail, or not 
to address the problems that affect communities. In the following chapter I will 
discus the methodology used in this project to examine these propositions. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS AND DISCUSSION OF SAMPLES 
The purpose of this project is to evaluate the impact decentralization has had 
on traditional communal institutions. Among these institutions, special interest was 
paid to the alcalde auxiliar. The project is based on the hypothesis that 
decentralization, and the Civil War Guatemala has experienced, produced a 
weakening in the rigid power domains that exist in rural Guatemala. The 
weakening of the domains has change the roles that power brokers, or middle men, 
have in the community. Their role is minimized, allowing the community to engage 
directly with elites and government officials. The data for this project were collected 
in Guatemala during the months of June and July 1998. Most of the information 
came from open-ended interview schedules with the inhabitants of the hamlet of 
San Miguel. Additional information was obtained by mapping, conduction a 
community census, casual observation, and informal interviews with community 
leaders. 
San Miguel is located 51 kilometers from Guatemala City. It is a small hamlet 
that is part of the Municipality of Pueblo Nuevo Vinas in the Department of Santa 
Rosa. It is also located eight kilometers from the cabecera municipal (municipal 
capital), and 20 kilometers from the Santa Rosas' capital Cuilapa. Pueblo Nuevo 
Vinas is surrounded by large and medium-size coffee estates. 
Coffee has been Guatemala's number one product since the end of the 1800s. 
The town was founded nearly one hundred years ago with the intention of being a 
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center for the commercialization of coffee. Since Pueblo Nuevo Vinas has been an 
important producer of coffee, a paved road was built in the middle of the 1970s in 
order to encourage the production and commercialization of this valuable product. 
This road connects the town directly to major trading centers located in Cuilapa, 
Barberena, Guatemala City, and with an access to the Pan American Highway. Its 
strategic location has attracted not just coffee producers to the area. In recent 
history pineapple, orange, and dairy production has help the agricultural 
diversification of the area. 
Industry have found a favorable location in Pueblo Nuevo. A paper factory, 
run by the multinational corporation Kimberly-Clark, is located 16 kilometers from 
the town and eight kilometers from San Miguel. A private electrical firm is also 
located near Kimberly-Clark's paper factory. The electrical company has installed 
turbines in Aguacapa's river and sells electrical power to the Guatemala's national 
electrification program (INDE), which in turn provides electricity to the factory itself 
and few other adjacent communities. 
A total of twenty-one formal interview were conducted using an open-ended 
interview schedule. Additional informal interviews were held with the Consejal 
Primera (first council member) of the municipal government, with four leaders of the 
two development committees that exist in San Miguel, the Development Committee 
and the Education Committee, and with the San Miguel's Alcalde Auxiliar (auxiliary 
mayor). The interview schedule, made up of 53 open-ended items, was designed to 
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collect basic information on the life in San Miguel, as well as to gather information 
on communal institutions. The questions ranged from basic demographic 
information to questions aimed at understanding residents' goals and aspirations. 
Most of the people in San Miguel seemed eager to answer the questions and 
provided elaborate answers. Conversations often took on an informal character and 
many volunteered information that I would not have thought of asking. 
Informational interviews held with municipal and communal leaders and 
were less organized. They followed an open-ended format where the interviewee 
had the opportunity to freely develop the topic he or she desired to talk about. I 
took notes and ask for clarification when necessary. This produced enormous 
amounts of information specially on the inner-workings of municipal and 
communal organizations. Special attention was placed on the role municipal and 
communal leaders play, since the demands of the decentralization project has begun 
to change on their traditional roles. 
The Rationale of the Study 
Most of the people living in San Miguel today used to live in a nearby farm 
called Finca Monte Verde. This farm has belonged to my family for three generations. 
Initially, I wanted to study their reasons for leaving the farm. Although I received 
community support for collecting this type of information, I felt that as a member of 
the family that owns the farm they might not have been completely candid. I 
decided therefore to drop that topic and focus instead on the effects of the recent 
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administrative decentralization that the Guatemalan government has initiated. I 
decided to specifically look at how the changing role of the Alcalde Auxiliar and the 
Municipal Government. As part of the focus on the examination of these two 
traditional institutions, I decided to examine the role of community involvement in a 
range of development projects. I soon discovered that the San Miguel was highly 
organized in different communal organizations. They ranged from religious to 
development organizations. 
The existence of community development committees in San Miguel made 
this project interesting, as previously community organizations were rarely 
promoted by the Central Government. During decades of military domination of 
the country, these same organizations were in fact discouraged. Many of these 
organizations, specially those in Mayan communities around the country, were 
intimidated by governmental or by paramilitary groups, because of the assumption 
that popular organizations were allied with leftist guerrillas. They also represented 
a threat to the status quo, since many of them advocated for a democratization of 
rural life (Bastos and Camus 1995, 1997; Le Bot 1997). 
Interaction with the People in San Miguel 
I had personal contact with most of San Miguel's residents. Some of them I 
knew because they were working in the farm, but many were friends. Often while 
interviewing, they would bring up past events, as if they were testing my own 
memory. Most of them remembered the numerous soccer matches we played. I was 
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not surprised when I was invited to play a welcome "football" match the day I 
arrived at the farm and also the farewell match that I played with San Miguel's 
children. My relationship with them, obviously, was not a just an academic 
relationship, but rather one of friendship. Many individuals at San Miguel have 
worked or lived in the farm and knew me well. 
This familiarity created positive opportunities for research, as well as 
challenges. Building rapport was an easy task for me. As every field researcher 
knows, this process is an important element of every anthropological project, as it 
could determine a good part of the success in the field (Bernard 1995). I did, 
however, have to work at keeping an objective perspective on the issues I was 
interested in studying. Russell Bernard explains this dilemma: 
There is no final answer on whether it's good or bad to study your own 
culture. Plenty of people have done it and plenty of people have written 
about what it's like to do it. On the plus side, you'll know the language 
and you'll be less likely to suffer from culture shock. On the minus side, 
it's harder to recognize cultural patterns that you live every day and 
you're likely to take a lot of things for granted that an outsider would 
pick up right away (1995: 154). 
In order to compensate for some of the problems familiarity brought, I 
decided to change the focus of my study. When I arrived in the field, I wanted to 
explore why people chose to leave my family's farm and why they decided to live in 
San Miguel. I was concerned that the close relationship that existed between us 
might keep them from being completely frank and honest. I wanted to ask them 
questions like: "Why did you live the farm?" "Were you mistreated by my father, 
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uncle, or any member of my family?" "Were you happy while living in the farm?" 
This clearly will put them in an awkward position and I was running the risk of not 
being able to uncover the truth. More than once I was asked if answering any of my 
questions would cause them trouble. It did not take me long to realized that I was 
not going to be able to fight this familiarity and decided to focus on another topic. 
While I was talking to people about changes in San Miguel since the last time 
I was there, they mentioned the important work the community was doing in 
bringing basic services to the community. I soon discovered that they were highly 
organized and that the traditional developmental institutions, the municipality and 
the central government, were only considered partners in developmental projects. 
In the past, the Central Government played a paternalistic role in the development 
of rural communities. I became interested in knowing about what effects all this was 
having on the traditional communal leadership, specifically the role of the Alcalde 
Auxiliar. 
Data gathering 
The first step was to make a map of the community (see Figure 2)1. The first 
problem I encountered was determining San Miguel's territorial limits. I asked the 
leaders of the development committee what they considered to be the community's 
boundaries. With some difficulty, they agreed that the these boundaries were 
This step was possible because Darleen Kinner, an anthropology graduate student at University of California at Davis, and 
Obdulio, a teenager from the community, provided me with valuable information and advice. Obdulio became attached to 
Darleen and me since the first day that we arrived to San Miguel. He soon became my informant. During this first part 
of my project, he was able to provide me with the names of each one of the families living in the community. In order to 
protect the identity of my informants, all the names of community members are pseudonyms. 
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delimited by two farms: San Sebastian and Monte Verde. This set the boundaries half 
a kilometer away from the main highway. I mapped each house in the community 
giving them each one an identification number. When the map was finished, I 
consulted a series of informants in order to confirm the names of the people that 
inhabited these houses. My initial goal was to discover something about household 
composition. This task was complicated and time consuming, because many of the 
informants referred to these persons only by their nicknames. After some initial 
frustration, I simply assigned numerical values to each house and then recorded 
whichever names the informants provided me (I collected a number of interesting 
nicknames in the process). 
San Miguel was originally founded by a small number of well-off families 
members of the local coffee growers elites, most of them related by blood or by 
marriage to many of larger coffee producing families. The community is 
surrounded by three large coffee producing estates, which in turn provide the 
boundaries for the hamlet. The largest of these states is Finca Monte Verde. The 
Perez family owned the second largest estate. Out of this estate, San Miguel was 
created. Its first inhabitants were members of the Perez family. The patriarchal 
home still stands as the largest building in the hamlet. 
After observing San Miguel's layout and its people's interaction. I decided to 
divide San Miguel in two areas (see Figure 2). The first area is the original San 
Miguel, which is inhabited by the Perez family and other families, which in 
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comparison, are more well-off than the rest of the community. In this first area we 
also find the community elementary and temporary school, several communal stores 
or tiendas, and the Catholic church. There is a grazing field that divides the first 
from the second area. This second area is called "La Colonia" (the colony) by the 
locals. It houses the newly-arrived settlers. 
La Colonia began to be colonized around 1976. Its first inhabitants were 
Dona Remigia and Don Sergio Hernandez. In an interview, Dona Rernigia 
remembers well the year they moved to San Miguel because they had just moved to 
their new home when the 1976 earthquake struck Guatemala. That particular 
earthquake killed several thousand people and the infrastructure of the entire 
country was damaged. While parts of Santa Rosa were damaged by the earthquake, 
Dona Remigia does not recall having her home effected. 
Purposive sampling prove useful. As part of the household census that took 
place while the mapping occurred, I asked each individual to refer me to a member 
of the community he or she thought might like to participate in the study. I visited 
there households and talked to the head of the family. On occasion I encountered 
difficulties interviewing females in the community. When ask to participate, they 
often suggested I interview their husbands. 
The Interview Schedule and Informal Interviews 
The interview schedule, as I mentioned above, was made up of 53 items. It 
was designed to provide insights not just on the topic at hand, but rather it was 
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developed to give me an idea of daily life in San Miguel. It was divided in four 
sections: a) general information, b) life in farms, c) life in San Miguel, and d) 
leadership in San Miguel. 
The first section contained items aimed to provide the demographic 
characteristics of my sample. Interviewees were ask to provide data on such things 
as gender, ethnic affiliation (Maya or Ladino), age, civil status, religion, so on and so 
forth. This information was helpful in discovering the makeup of the community 
using traditional demographic categories. There was also one question on 
household composition where the interviewees were asked to list all the members of 
their household and their relation to him or her. 
The second section was made up of items related to their experiences while 
living or working in farms. This section was originally designed to discover how 
was the life of those people that live or work in my family's farm. I encountered a 
number of individuals who had never worked or lived on this particular farm, so I 
decided to expand the set of questions in order to include the experiences of those 
individuals that live or work in other farms. Items in this section specifically asked 
for information on the quality of their lives while working or living on a farm. I 
wanted to know the type of work they did (or are doing now for those that still sell 
their labor to nearby farms), the types of services provided to them by their 
employers, the types of access to land and housing, and the labor conditions 
(salaries and labor benefits). This section provided me with insights on the type of 
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conditions that forced these individuals to move from the farm to San Miguel. 
The third section contained items on how San Miguel's inhabitants live their 
daily lives and the challenges they face as individuals and as a community. Items 
here provided insights on the type of services that the community enjoy, the 
problems that effect them, the level of cooperation that exist among the members of 
the community, and the benefits and drawbacks of living in San Miguel compare to 
living inside farms. 
The last section contain the crucial items the pertain this research. Specifically, 
interviewees were asked to identify those communal organizations that existed in 
San Miguel. They were also ask to evaluate the work of these organizations, as well 
as the support provided by the municipal government. Other complementary items 
asked about the goals the have as individuals as well as members of their 
community. 
Informal interviews were also obtained with members of the Development 
Committee, the Education Committee, with the Municipal First Council Member 
(Consejal Primera), and with San Miguel's Auxiliary Mayor. In these interviews, they 
were asked to identify challenges they are facing as member of important 
institutions in their communities, as well as challenges these institutions are facing. 
Here, the interview with Pueblo Nuevo Vinas' First Council Member proved 
invaluable, since he is the official representative of the Mayor and has been part of 
numerous seminars organized by the central and departmental governments on 
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decentralization. He understood the process of decentralization very well, as well as 
the challenges that this same process was having in Pueblo Nuevo. 
Key Questions 
My intention was to determine the role that the auxiliary mayor play in 
present day San Miguel. I expected to find a weak auxiliary mayor. My questions 
were trying to establish who weak this person is. The most important question for 
my study was: what role does the auxiliary mayor play in the community? When 
ask this question, most of the responses were that he "brings the mail to the 
community" and "he takes care of the dead until the justice of the peace comes." 
These two roles are important but they do not generate any type of power for those 
individuals that become auxiliary mayors. Even when I asked the current auxiliary 
mayor what role does he play, he answered that he consider himself to be the 
"mailman". 
I also wanted to determine how direct was the contact between the 
community and the municipal government. I asked questions like: does the 
municipal government help the community? What do you need to do to talked to 
the mayor? When you need something to be fixed in the community, who do you 
talk to? On the issue of municipal support the answers were mixed. Most agreed 
that they have received support from the municipal government, but it was hard to 
get. They are aware that they were competing with the other villages and hamlets 
for funds. They mentioned that the Mayor promised to visit San Miguel on a 
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specific date, but he never showed up. They agreed that they were able to talked to 
the Municipal government directly. They did not need the auxiliary mayor to talk 
for them. When needed, they prepare a letter directed to the Mayor asking for 
anything that the community needs. When the Development Committee is formed, 
they will meet with the Mayor or other municipal officials in order to coordinate 
action. There are no middlemen involved in this process. 
Summary 
In this chapter I presented the methods used to approach the topics of 
changing institutional traditional roles in San Miguel, decentralization, and 
communal participation in their own development. The information primarily came 
from open ended interviews, limited participant observation, community census, 
mapping, and informal interviews with communal leaders. I also discussed 
problems I faced while collecting the data because of my association with the 
owners of the farm many of the interviewees used to live or work. In the following 
chapter I will describe the socio-demographic characteristics that make up San 
Miguel. 
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CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF SAMPLE AND FINDINGS 
The goal of this chapter is to provide a better understanding of San Miguel's 
social composition. The objective to the study is to discover how decentralization 
has affected the traditional roles played by the auxiliary mayor and the Municipal 
government. These data will show a simultaneous weakening of these two 
institutions, as well as an accompanying greater civil participation. 
Women and Men 
The majority of the participants in this study were males. A total of 76% 
(N=21) of the sample were male. Women were reluctant to participate. When ask to 
ask to participate, they quickly and politely invited me to talk to their husbands. 
Those women who participated did so because their husbands were not present 
when I visited their household, or they were divorced, or their husbands had died. 
Women and men interact in different spheres. There is clear division of labor 
between them. I observed that women usually stayed home during the day. Men 
usually left home at daybreak and returned at noon if the worked in agriculture, or 
mid-afternoon if they worked in the paper factory or in Guatemala City. Even 
though there was a higher frequency of men taking jobs in Guatemala city, women, 
specially young one, took jobs as domestic workers or in manufacture plants 
(maquiladoras). Many choose to stay with family or friends during the week and 
return to San Miguel during weekends. 
Gender plays an important role in the committees organized in San Miguel. 
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Most of the members of these committees are men. The Development Committee 
has one woman, Amalia, who serves as a vocal or information officer. The Education 
Committee (EDUCA) has four women members. In both organizations, the top 
leadership positions are held by men. Amalia assured me that her opinions are 
heard and respected by other members of the Development Committee. On the 
other hand, Lorenza, EDUCA's information officer believes that women are 
respected by the communal leadership, but acknowledged that men's opinions are 
usually considered more important. She believes that the lack of solidarity among 
women is the main reason why their opinions are not been taken in account as often 
as that of the males. 
Ethnicity 
The community is ethnically homogeneous. Only one person identified 
himself as a Mayan. This person migrated from San Marcos, which is a department 
predominately Mayan, in search for work. His ethnic background has not stopped 
him of becoming and influential Adventist religious leader in the community. I was 
interested in knowing about his ethnic identity. He does not dress in Mayan 
traditional clothing. He speaks Spanish and has a distinct accent. Frequently, he 
mixes Mayan words with Spanish. In an informal conversation he shared with me 
that he does not speak his native language anymore. His wife does is Zadina. This 
suggests that he going through a process of acculturation or ladinization. 
Ladinization is derived from the term ladino, which is commonly used to refer 
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to non-indigenous populations, and refers to the process of indigenous people 
becoming more like a Zadina. This term has been favored by Guatemalan Zadinas as a 
good thing. They believe that indigenous peoples will become "civilized" by 
abandoning their culture and embracing the westernized Zadina culture (Adams 
1994). 
Santa Rosa lacks a Mayan presence. It is consider to be a department 
predominately inhabited by Zadina populations (Guzman Bockler and Herbert 1995). 
San Miguel has limited contact with Mayans. Cuadrillas, or hired Mayan labor, come 
to work in near by farms as seasonal workers. These workers work during the 
coffee harvest and live in the farms they work for. While 81 % of those interviewed 
consider that there is a positive relations between cuadrillas and them, contact 
between these two groups is limited. 
Socio-economic equality 
Most of those interviewed consider the other members of the community as 
their "equals". They considered that there are not many material differences among 
them. Mapping the community, showed clear material differences exist. Individuals 
living in the original sector, or sector one, (see Map 2) enjoy bigger and more 
"modern" housing units. There is a difference in the materials used for the 
construction of the houses. With the exception of two houses, all of the houses in 
sector one were built out of cement block, while in La Calonia, all of the houses but 
three where built using mud, bamboo, and recycled metal material. There are also 
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differences in the number of housing units constructed in both areas and the spacing 
between them. In sector one, there are fewer housing units with few of them 
sharing a wall, while in La Colonia, all of the houses but one were constructed 
sharing at least one of the walls. One last difference between sectors is that La 
Colonia is located near a creek that carries most of the human and animal waste 
produced in San Miguel. Sector one does not have any open sewers. 
There are differences between sector one and La Colonia in the areas of 
education and income. The education of those living in La Colonia have ranges 
between none to six grade. In sector one I was able to find one person with a 
highschool degree in accounting. He is also the Development Committee Vice-
president. There is one person with ninth grade education. When asked about their 
household income, most interviewees did not answered. Of those that answered, 
the highest income was from a person living in sector one. She also traveled abroad 
and lived for a short amount of time in the United States. In sector one we found 
also the there are also well off families living in Sector one. The Perez patriarchal 
home is located in sector one, as well as two other houses of members of the local 
coffee growers elite. Some members of the local elite own houses in both sector one 
and La Colonia that rent to new comers. 
Education 
Education is an important issue in the community. A third (33%) of those 
interviewed do not have any type of formal education. Most of them were not able 
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to go to school because there wer_e 110 _n_e_arby schools in the area. Another group 
(19%) managed to go to school for at least three years, while others (38%) attended 
school for at least six years. There was one individual who attended middle school 
and another one who graduated from high school. Both of this individuals play 
important roles in community organizations. 
The community has a community-managed elementary school (grades one to 
six). This is a new development, as traditionally the school system in Guatemala has 
been centralized with the Ministry of Education dictating the curriculum, as well as 
appointing officials to administer rural education. The Ministry has adopted a new 
program called La. Nueva Escuela Unitaria or the multi-grade school. This type of 
school provides flexible education to rural populations. Students from first to sixth 
grade study together in one classroom. One teacher is in charge of the entire group 
(Ministerio de Educaci6n 1996). 
The one-room school at San Miguel is poorly constructed out of mud, straw, 
and bamboo. In June 1998 the community was in the middle of constructing a new 
building for the school, although the construction was halted because lack of funds. 
The new building is constructed out of cement blocks and has plenty of ventilation 
and space. One of the challenges rural communities have under the decentralization 
program is the difficulty associated with collecting enough money for their 
development projects. 
The relationship between the school and the community is strong. Teachers 
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answer to regional school officials, as well as to a committee formed by the parents. 
Parents are involved in much of the education of their children. They provide food 
to the students and they administer the resources of their school. Parents are also 
involved in fund-raising activities and the development and execution of projects for 
the school. Parents are expected to participate in different "school commissions" in 
charge of different projects. I visited the school one morning and a group of 
mothers were handing out food to the children. They latter explained to me that 
they volunteered to serve in the "food commission". 
Place of Origin 
Don Sergio and Dona Remigia were the first couple that move to la Colonia in 
1976. Don Sergio was born and raised in Finca Monte Verde. Dona Remigia, unlike 
most of the people that live in San Miguel, was born outside Monte Verde. She was 
born in a neighboring municipality called "El Naranjito" and moved to San Miguel 
when she married. She remembers that the land where her house was built 
belonged to the Perez's land. Since 1976, The Perez family has sold numerous small 
plots of land for families who have moved out to the area. 
Don Sergio and Dona Remigia's case is a typical one. Two-thirds were born 
in Finca Monte Verde, with the other being born in another municipality in the 
Department of Santa Rosa, or were born outside the department. At least 81 % of 
those interviewed have lived in Finca Monte Verde at least once in their life time and 
56 
three-quarters lived on this farm under as permanent mozos1• 
Leaving Monte Verde and Choosing San Miguel 
Most of the people in San Miguel, specially those that live in La Colonia, have 
lived in Finca Monte Verde as mozos. Farm as a mozo usually results in limited 
personal liberty .. Although any type of servitude is prohibited in Guatemala, the 
labor arrangement made between the mozo and the farm owner can be described 
only as that. 
When asked why they do not continue living in Monte Verde, almost three-
quarters argued that residing in San Miguel provides them with enough 
independence to choose where, when, and how to work, as well as it allows them to 
own their own home and land. A small number individuals believe that they there 
are not many differences between living in the farm and living in San Miguel, while 
just one person believes that he was better off living in the farm. Hence, "freedom of 
choice" seems to be the reason why people left the farm. 
Life is not necessarily easier in San Miguel. People agree that freedom has a 
price. While in the farm they were provided for most of their needs. In San Miguel 
they must provided everything for themselves. The lack of firewood and lack of 
space are some of the disadvantages they have to face on their own that were not 
1 A mozo is an individual that lives in a farm under the condition that this person must provide 
services to the owner. While living in the farm, they usually are given a plot of land where they can 
raise crops for their own consumption. They also can not sell their labor to any other party without 
the consent of the owner. This condition resemble Europe's serf-lord relationships in the Middle 
Ages. 
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problems when they were living in the farm. Even though life is tough, most of 
them agree that they will not return to work as mozos if they can avoid it. 
House ownership is an important issue among them. Two-thirds own the 
house where the live. After deciding to terminate their labor relation in the farm, 
most of them were able to buy a piece of land in San Miguel with the money they 
were given as severance pay. It is common to find that newcomers will build a 
temporary house out of bamboo and mud. With time, they will save enough money 
to build more durable dwellings. Today substantial number of housing units have 
electricity (62%), potable water (67%), and all have access to elementary education. 
Drainage was identified as an important service that they lack. Life seem to be hard 
but good in the community. Members of the community were quick to mentioned 
the solidarity tides that unify the community. 
Occupation 
San Miguel is located in a strategic place. It is not far from several large cities, 
including the country's and the department's capital. The arrival of industry to the 
area has help to diversify the sources of labor available to its inhabitants. 
Nonetheless, the community retains its ties to land. Two-thirds of them have access 
to land. Just three individuals own land, while sightly over half rent small plots of 
land from nearby farms. The quantity of land they have access to varies from 1.7 to 
7 acres with a mode of 1 acre farms. Almost half (43%) had access to 1.7 acres, while 
just one person had access to 7 acres. They usually plant a combination of corn and 
58 
beans. Their production is mainly for their own consumption, but informally they 
mentioned me that after a good harvest they manage to sell part of their crops for 
cash. One person produces coffee. 
Because of the size of their production and their choices of crops most to sell 
their labor to others. Almost all of those interviewed have a complementary job. 
Half of them still work in farms and 24% continue selling their labor in Finca Monte 
Verde. Equal numbers of individuals work in the construction or service sector. 
These construction and service jobs were provided largely by nearby industry. 
None of those interviewed worked in Guatemala City, although many members of 
the community do work in Guatemala. 
Summary 
The community of San Miguel is ethnically homogeneous. They consider 
themselves to be "equal", even though there are visible material differences obvious 
to the casual observer. Gender plays an important role determining interaction in 
the community, but women actively participates of the economic and political life of 
San Miguel. The level of education is low, but some find individuals have 
graduated form middle school or high school and have taken leadership roles in the 
community. Nearly all of those interviewed were born, lived, or work in Finca 
Monte Verde and a significant number of them still works in this farm. Freedom of 
choice was the main reason why people decided to move out of the farm. In the 
next chapter I will discuss the findings dealing with communal organizations and 
traditional institutions. 
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CHAPTER 5: TRADITIONAL INSTITUTIONS 
There are many traditional institutions at work in San Miguel. Traditional 
institutions are understood here to be those institutions that have consistently 
existed in Guatemalan history and directly or indirectly shape the life people in 
rural Guatemala. The Municipal Government and the Auxiliary Mayor are two such 
examples. This study will show that these traditional institutions are being 
challenged by decentralization. Because of this, this section has an important 
meaning for the study. Special attention was put on the Auxiliary Mayor, since its 
role will diminish with community empowerment produced by decentralization. 
The Municipal Government 
The Municipality of Pueblo Nuevo Vinas is made up by 14 villages, 19 hamlets 
and around 25,000 inhabitants. The municipal government is elected every four 
years through a democratic election. Those interested in being elected must do so 
by joining a political party or running under a independent community-based 
association. The current mayor is member of the Union del Centro Nacional (UCN), 
which has been one of the strongest political parties in Guatemala. When I 
interviewed Don Miguel Cifuentes, First Council Member, he mentioned that UCN 
did not win a majority in the last election. As a consequence, the two closest parties 
have the right to two seats on the Municipal Government. He did not seem content 
about this arrangement. He believes that one of the challenges is to separate 
electoral politics from the best interest of the community. The UCN members have 
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found themselves in conflict with the two opposition party delegates. These 
individuals tend to oppose projects that will allow the ruling party to increase its 
popularity. 
Rural development is one of the key goals of the Municipal Government. 
Bringing electricity and drinkable water to isolated communities is the priority 
among municipal officials. Don Miguel explained that development projects are first 
proposed by development committees that exist in the different villages and 
hamlets. These projects are presented to the Municipal Council in Pueblo Nuevo 
Vinas in order to include them in the municipal budget. The Municipal Council 
then sends an official document called perfil de projecto to the departmental and 
regional councils. The regional council will formally present a report an application 
for funds to the central government. Municipal governments around the country are 
organized under the Asociaci6n Nacional de Municipalidades {ANAM) or the National 
Association of Municipalities. This Association serves as a link between the central 
government, the Regional Development Committee, and the Departmental 
Government. 
Pueblo Nuevo has an annual budget of 4,703,000 Quetzales (US$ 671,800). 
The funds come from different sources. Ten percent of the money paid by the 
inhabitants of Pueblo Nuevo Vinas to the central government is returned to the 
Municipal Government. Two percent of that is used to pay the administrative cost 
of the Municipality and eight percent will be used for development. There are other 
61 
taxes that imposed by the Central Government in order to help municipalities 
around the country: gasoline tax and IVA-PAZ, special type of tax created after the 
Peace Accords were signed. This is a sales tax that is supposed to be used only for 
development. The Municipality can also decide to tax special activities in the 
Municipality. Don Miguel told me that the tax on alcohol is the one that generates 
the most profits. When asked which would be the most important project the 
Municipality should develop, Don Miguel mentioned that it is very important to 
build a better entrance and exit to the municipal capital Pueblo Nuevo Vinas. He 
believes that this project will stimulate commerce to the town. 
The Auxiliary Mayor 
The Auxiliary Mayor is not an elected position. It is a one-year, non-paid 
position. The only benefit mentioned by Don Miguel is that the individual can carry 
a gun inside the municipal boundaries. Paco Asturias, San Miguel's Auxiliary 
Mayor, did not carry a fire gun. He just carries his machete. He also carry a cane 
called "bast6n edilicio," which is the symbol of Municipal authority. The cane is 
adorned with green and yellow strings and it has the Municipal seal in the handle. 
The carrier of this cane is considered to be the official emissary of the Municipal 
Government. 
The position is appointed by the Mayor. At the end of the year, each 
Auxiliary Mayor provides a name of the person they would like to replace them. 
The Mayor then calls this person and explains their new obligations. They are 
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strongly encourage to take the position since it is an civic obligation (Article 65, 
Chapter VI, C6digo Municipal), but sometimes they can be excused. Paco 
mentioned that he was aware that he was expected to take this position when he 
was nominated. He mentioned that he would have like to preferred to decline his 
nomination, but he knows that his honor as a male would be damaged. He said 
that this position is just for men. His family and friends would consider him to be 
less than a man if he declined the nomination. 
The Auxiliary Mayor function as a link between the Municipal Government 
and San Miguel. He is in charge of serving as the information agent. He carries the 
mail and other documents from the Municipality to San Miguel. He is also a 
informer of problems. As Don Miguel mentioned, he is in charge to see if there is 
any "problem" in the community (for example, violence, land invasions, or family 
fights), as well as making sure the public property is maintained in good shape by 
the community. The Auxiliary Mayor must also serve as minister of the peace in 
case somebody dies. Once a week, Paco must report to the Municipal Government, 
pick-up any mail that must be taken to San Miguel and report anything he feels the 
Mayor must know. At least once a month, all the Auxiliary Mayors from villages 
and hamlets in Pueblo Nuevo Vinas meet to discuss problems they might be facing 
in their communities. 
I asked Paco what benefits there were for him by serving as Auxiliary Mayor. 
He mentioned that there is no benefits, actually, there are many costs involved with 
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the position that the Municipal Government does not cover. When he goes to the 
Municipal capital for a meeting he must pay for his own transportation and food. 
He also believes that the only ones that benefit from the services provided by the 
Auxiliary Mayor are the wealthy. He argues that the poor never get any mail; it is 
only the rich that have business outside San Miguel. Paco also mention that he does 
not report most of the activities of his neighbors, since he believes that they have the 
right to privacy. Regarding development, he mentions that the Development 
Committee is in charge of it and that he does not see himself as an agent for 
development. He see himself mostly as a mailman. 
Communal Organizations 
There are many communal organizations at work in San Miguel. They range 
from religious to development organizations. I have chosen to look at two 
organizations dealing with development (the Development Committee and 
EDU CA). Both of this groups work directly for the material development of San 
Miguel, they are well organized, and they devote their energy entirely to the 
betterment of this community. I am not suggesting that other organizations, like 
religious ones, do not participate in San Miguel's development. I am suggesting is 
that these last organizations do not consider development to be their focus of 
attention. More importantly these two organizations were chosen because they 
form part of the decentralization project launched by the Central Government. 
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The Development Committee 
This committee is a key element in the decentralization process. It is formed 
by six members democratically elected by the entire community. When the 
community consider that it is necessary to start a new development project, they call 
for a general meeting. In this meeting, the community decides on what project is 
more important to develop and then elect the committee in charge of executing the 
desire of the community. The committee is not elected with an specific period of 
time, rather they are elected to develop an specific project. Once the members of the 
committee are elected and they have accepted their position, they are not allowed to 
leave their appointments until the project is finished. 
In June 1998 the San Miguel Development Committee was working on the 
construction of the school building. There were members of the community that had 
started their own campaign for the construction of a sewer system. The community 
had open waterways that carry household waste to a nearby creek. This created 
unsanitary conditions that threatened the health of the entire population. This was 
clearly the case for the inhabitants of La Colonia, which is the poorest section in San 
Miguel (see Map 2). This issue was not as important for those individuals that leave 
in San Miguel's first section. They wanted a multi-purpose hall to be built. A 
petition was directed to the Mayor of Pueblo Nuevo Vinas asking for his support. The 
petition had a significant number of signatures and it had the Development 
Committee's seal. With this petition they were hoping to obtain funds from the 
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municipal government in order to start constructing the swear system. 
The Development Committee is in charge of proposing projects to the 
Municipal government. They are also responsible of collecting the communal 
contribution. The Municipal government asks for usually a contribution of 5,000.00 
quetzales (nearly US$ 800.00) per project, or a percentage (usually 10% of the total 
cost) if the cost is bellow a given amount. Each family must contribute from 75 to 
100 Quetzales for this contribution, a sizable amount for many rural families, since 
at least half of those surveyed earn from 200 (US$ 28) to 400 (US$57) Quetzales a 
month. Most of their income is spent in medicines and food. 
After a project is done, the Committee members step down, allowing for new 
members to form a new Committee in charge of a different project. When projects 
require maintenance, the community will elect one person to be in charge of this 
task. For example, the person in charge of the "water project" must open and close 
the water regulator that supply water to San Miguel and preforms any repairs 
needed. This person is paid by the municipality for his services. 
The Educational Committee (EDUCA) 
The Educational Committee in San Miguel was not created by the 
community, but it was organized by a private foundation called FUNDAZUCAR. 
This organization is part of the Council of Guatemalan Private Foundations Council. 
This Council is made up by nine foundations that have traditionally been associated 
with the most powerful families in the country. They have set up this foundations 
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which are active in different charities around the country. The goal of this council is 
to "represent the private sector as a partner in the promotion of development 
projects and to coordinate, to facilitate and to promote actions of mutual benefit" 
(Consejo de Fundaciones Privadas de Guatemala 1996).1 This council focuses in 
eight areas: culture, education, health, housing, community support, recreation, 
municipal development, and university education. 
FUNDAZUCAR was first created to help the development of communities 
adjacent to sugar plantations which are located mainly in the pacific coast. Their 
mission is to promote social development programs that can be replicable in other 
parts of the country (Consejo de Fundaciones Privadas de Guatemala 1996). Private 
foundations became important instruments of decentralization in rural Guatemala. 
The role of private foundations is part of the new partnership sought by the central 
government. This partnership is a "developmental triangle", where central-regional 
government, local government, and private foundations work together in 
developmental projects around rural Guatemala. In reality this decentralization and 
development program is more complex than a simple triangle. There are also 
numerous international organizations providing support like American 
International Development agency (AID), and educational non-profit organization 
called BEST, and the Academy for Educational Development (AED). The 
1 This information came from an official information package provided to me by the Fundation for 
Rural Development (FUNRURAL), which is also part of the Council. 
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communities must not be fogotten. They provide with much of the administrative 
and executive functions at the local level. 
The Ministry of Education (Amado de Segura 1996) has a pamplet detailing 
the different programs implemented by the Ministry in different locations in 
Guatemala. In June 1998 there were a total of 694 schools similar to San Miguel's. 
This schools are being funded by governmental institutions like the Fondo de 
Inversion Social (FIS), private foundations, and by international organizations. The 
school in San Miguel is part of an experimental program or Programa Piloto. This 
document also list the necessary resources needed to start one of these schools: a 
trained teacher, self-teaching guides, an small library, and the Guatemalan flag 
(Amado de Segura 1996). 
These multi-grade schools emphasize self-teaching. Students are expected to 
complete study guides in different areas of study. Third grade have seven basic 
areas of study: communication, natural sciences, social sciences, the environment, 
democracy, work and recreation, and mathematics (Amado de Segura 1996). 
Students are expected to complete these study guides at their own pace. As a San 
Miguel teacher explained it, the goal is to provide flexible education in order for 
students that are not able to complete their education during the normal school year 
Ganuary to October), they can return an pick up where the left. In this way students 
can advance as their conditions permit. 
EDUCA is basically a parent's committee. EDUCA's president and the 
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teacher received direct training from FUNDAZUCAR. This foundation also 
provided the committee with funds that they are free to manage. Periodically, the 
treasurer must summit a report to FUNDAZUCAR and to the reset of the 
community explaining the way the funds were spent. The committee is free to use 
the funds as they see fit, but FUNDAZUCAR officials can freeze the funds if they 
consider it necessary. EDUCA also have an oversight over the performance of the 
teacher. They assess the her effectiveness as well as the curriculum effectiveness. 
Part of the flexibility of the multi-grade education system is the need to provide 
culturally sound services. 
Summary 
In this chapter I examined the different aspects that shape communal activism 
in San Miguel. I discussed the role men and women play in the community, as well 
as in positions of leadership. I have also introduced the different characteristics of 
communal organizations. I have suggested that the role of traditional institutions 
(the Municipal Government and the Auxiliary Mayor), have changed allowing for 
greater civil participation. The Municipal Government has been empowered due to 
administrative decentralization and the role of the Auxiliary Mayor is being 
undermine by the different communal organizations working for development. In 
the following chapter I will develop this topic in detail and provide some 
concluding remarks on citizen participation and empowerment. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS 
Richard Adams has argued that confrontation between social actors would 
produce a weakening in a power domain. This will also produce flexibility in the 
domain allowing for social mobility. The role of a power broker in a flexible domain 
is limited. Power brokers are utilized to extend control over members of the domain 
while the domain is strong. In a flexible domain, power brokers will disappear or 
will not be utilized as articulative instruments in the domain (Adams 1998). In this 
chapter, I will argue that the weakening role of the Auxiliary Major in San Miguel 
can be used as evidence of a weak "power domain". I assumed that the Auxiliary 
Major served as a power broker between the Municipal Government and San 
Miguel. The open conflict that Guatemala experienced during the period of 1954 to 
1996 caused a weakening of power domains and the decline of the reliance on power 
brokers. An indication of the weakening "power domain" and the change of roles on 
power brokers is the increased participation of the community in their political and 
economic life. Now, the community does not need a power broker to communicate 
with the municipal government. 
Elements of Adam's Model 
There were basically three basic elements of Adam's model: a) "power 
domain", b)"power broker", and c) "level of articulation". There is evidence of the 
existence of a "power domain" in San Miguel. The traditional labor relation that 
existed between thefinquero (or farm owner) and the mozos is a clear example of it. 
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Power, Adams believes, is a product of the asymmetrical control over environment 
(1998). The farm owner in Finca Monte Verde, or any traditional Guatemalan farm 
for that matter, controls all aspects of mozo life within the borders of his property. 
This allowed him to control the labor of the mozos. The mozos were not able to freely 
sell their labor if they wanted to live in the farm. Without this freedom their 
possibilities are limited to the farm owner's wishes. The farm owner- mozo power 
domain is localized at the local level. 
The level of articulation is national. The civil war that afflicted Guatemala for 
more than three decades was a national phenomenon. Although neither the 
Government or the Guerrillas won the conflict, it weaken the traditional rigid power 
domains that existed in Guatemala. This system started to weaken with the 
Revolution of 1944, but the US-lead Counter Revolution of 1954 allowed for the 
power domains to become rigid once more. The Government was not able to 
eliminate the insurgency and it had to make concessions at the negotiation table. 
One of these concessions was to allow civil society to participate in its own 
development and political life. The Government pledged to straighten out the 
municipal government in order for communities to participate in the democratic and 
economic process. 
The central government has been actively involved in rural life and 
traditionally has been the most important source of development efforts and 
initiatives for rural communities. Due to this dependency, however, the state has 
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been able exert some control over the political life in these same communities. Even 
though the state has influenced many aspects of rural life, it has not been able to 
exercise total hegemonic power over the rural sectors of the country. It is too weak 
to do so. Researchers (e.g., Smith 1990) have argued that the Guatemalan central 
government had to share power with local elites and corporate institutions in rural 
areas (e.g., the church, organized civil society, the municipalities, and the military). 
It has not been able to control all aspects the political life due to institutional 
weaknesses and problems with legitimacy . These corporate institutions have 
served as brokers that mediate between communities and the state. At the local 
level, the Auxiliary Mayors play the role of brokers of Municipal Government, 
which in turn represents the interest of the Central Government. 
The Municipal Code is clear on the role the Auxiliary Mayor plays in the 
community (Article 67, Municipal Code). He has to: a) serve is the main channel of 
communication between the municipal government and the community; b) inform 
the authorities if any Municipal Ordinance is being broken; c) Inform of any damage 
to public property; d) help with census; and e) collect municipal taxes contributions. 
These attributes and the fact that the Alcalde Auxiliar has authorization to carry a 
weapon, has garnered them a privileged positions in their communities. 
The Auxiliary Mayor now days plays a different role than the one prescribed 
by the Municipal Code. San Miguel's Auxiliary Mayor does not enjoy a great deal of 
power. He is considered to be no more than the mailman. He considers his position 
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to be a "burden" rather than a "privilege". He accepted his appointment because he 
was expected to do so, because "that is what men do". The cane carried by him, the 
symbol of municipal power, seems to be just that - - a symbol that has survived 
through time. 
The changing role of the Auxiliary Mayor is an index for the weakening of 
the power domain that exist in rural Guatemala, specifically in San Miguel. This 
institution is being challenged, consciously or unconsciously, by the policies of 
decentralization. By empowering the members of the community to be players in 
their own development, the decentralization policies are promoting the continuing 
weakening of the power domain, hence, permitting social mobility and 
participation. Organized communities have enough legal authority to approach the 
Municipal government with concrete propositions for their own development. The 
"middle man," what Adams calls "power broker" (1998), is becoming irrelevant. 
Rural communities can deal directly with the municipal government, as well as with 
other institutions involved in development (the private sector). 
Problems with this Interpretation 
Rural communities are not totally politically independent from either the 
central government or the municipal government. It is clear these two types of 
governments are still important for the development of rural communities. Rural 
communities are still dependent on funds that come from semi-autonomous 
institutions controlled by the central government. Communities like San Miguel do 
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not enjoy great material wealth. This creates a vulnerable position for then. Their 
autonomy and the possibility of betterment of their lives is directly correlated with 
their ability to meet the required monetary contribution, something that is very 
difficult to do for families with very little income. 
One has to be cautious about the extent the role of privately-funded 
institutions will have in the lives of rural people. These institutions, like 
FUNDAZUCAR, have a clear ideological and class interests. They represent the 
new way the Guatemalan oligarchy will conduct social work or charities. Their 
privately-funded welfare might generate dependency of rural populations to the 
capitalist class. Are privately-run institutions to replace the role of the state? Does 
this suggest the emergence of a new form of clientelism? At this point in time, the 
community of San Miguel seems content with the role the privately-funded school is 
playing. They seem optimistic about the rule of private money in their community. 
The future will decide to what extend the Guatemalan elite will be able to exercise 
ideological influence over rural populations. This theme is a worthwhile topic for 
future research. 
The Community and the Future of Political Devolution 
The people of San Miguel have taken their new role in different ways. Some 
have embraced activism, while others have chose to remain marginal to these 
developments. Over all, the activism in the community is notable. Members of the 
community actively participate in activities necessary to run the school, the water 
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program, and the church. At the school a group of mothers were actively 
distributing food to children and participating in class activities. Petitions were 
being signed and sent to the Municipal Government in order to install a sewer 
system. Members of the development committee were busy raising money to finish 
the construction of the new school building. This is an index of increased political 
participation. 
Although there is positivism among residents, there is concern on the fact 
that they now have to contribute greater sums of money for each project they want 
to develop. This contribution is often more than what many families can afford to 
spend. This is going to be a challenge for both the community and the process of 
devolution. High monetary contributions might deter communal investment and 
communal participation. There were talks among many members of San Miguel on 
this topic. While many agree that the projects they have adopted are a positive step 
for their own development, they are fearful on the decline of participation due to the 
increasing demands from contributions. The construction of the new school 
building was halted after the community was not able to pay its contribution. The 
process of empowerment might be stop if the communities do not find material 
ways to cop with its own demands. 
We have to be cautious about being overly optimistic. Adams suggests that 
power domains tend to follow a cycle of weakening and consolidation. A power 
domain weakens after a period of significant conflict between levels of articulation. 
75 
When conflict diminishes and the political system achieves a degree of stability, the 
power domain will consolidate itself once more. It will be another period of conflict 
that will allow domains to loosen again (Adams 1998). 
In general, Guatemala is dependent of the political processes that occur at the 
national level. A change in government might mean a regression to old forms of 
centralization. This process of state decentralization was a top-down phenomena. 
Decentralization was initiated by the central government not by a grassroots 
movement. Time will tell if the decentralization process will consolidate itself, or if 
it crumble under the hands of its own creator. 
Adams, Richard Newbold 
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